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Jonny Castro 


This portrait of N.C. prison Sgt. 
Meggan Callahan was painted 


shortly after she was killed at Bertie 
Correctional Institution on April 26. 


The artist who painted it, Jonny 


Castro, is a forensic composite artist 


for the Philadelphia Police 
Department who uses his art to 


honor officers killed in the line of 
duty. Castro has painted more than 
100 portraits of fallen officers since 


2015. 


n 


BY GAVIN OFF 
AND AMES ALEXANDER 


goff@charlotteobserver.com 
aalexander@charlotteobserver.com 


beaten to death with a fire 
extinguisher, Sgt. Meggan 
Callahan worried that her 


an inmate attacked. 


About 250 inmates lived on 


Callahan’s unit at Bertie 
Correctional Institution. 
Some were serving time for 


murder or rape. Others were 


gang members. All had be- 


haved well enough in prison 


to be in medium custody, 


Just an hour before she was 


officers were not prepared if 


where they lived in open 
dormitories rather than small 
cells. 

The freedom inmates had - 
and the threat that it could 
pose - was one reason some 
officers didn’t want to work 
there. The others: The unit 
was often understaffed, and 
many of the officers there 
were untrained rookies, a 
Charlotte Observer investiga- 
tion found. 

Citing security reasons, 
prison officials refused to 
release surveillance video of 
the attack on Callahan or 
information about staffing at 
Bertie on the day she died. 
They did not allow reporters 


to tour the prison and refused 
to make officials at Bertie 
available for an interview. 

But more than a dozen 
current and former Bertie 
officers told the Observer 
that the prison had been 
dangerously short-staffed for 
a long time. They also dis- 
closed previously unreported 
details about the prison and 
what happened there on April 
26, the day Callahan was 
killed. 

Only four of Callahan’s 
officers were working that 
day, according to a Depart- 
ment of Labor report. That’s 
half the recommended num- 
ber, several current and 


inmate set a fire 
and waited for her 


Observer exclusive: The untold story of a prison murder 


former officers said. 

At Bertie and in prisons 
across North Carolina, severe 
staff shortages endanger 
officers and inmates, the 
Observer found. At some of 
the state’s most violent pris- 
ons, more than one of every 
four positions is vacant. 

State lawmakers and prison 
leaders helped create the 
understaffing problem. They 
built many prisons in rural 
areas where it’s hard to 
recruit employees. They pay 
officers in maximum-security 
prisons about $8,000 less 
than the national average, 


SEE BERTIE, 12A 
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NEW CHARLOTTE 
APARTMENT WAVE 


The booming Charlotte 
apartment market, which 
is turning to the suburbs, 
may mean lower prices 
but more hassles. 15A 


INSIGHT 


‘PERFECT PHOTO 
HELPS TO HEAL 


A special photo of baby 
Haven helps this 
Mooresville family deal 
with the grief of losing a 
newborn daughter. 25A 


LIGHTING UP THE SEASON 


DIEDRA LAIRD dlaird@charlotteobserver.com 


Downtown McAdenville in Gaston County is brightly lit for people to enjoy the 62nd annual Christmas Town USA display of a 
half-million red, white and green lights. The free annual display draws 600,000 visitors throughout the season, making it one of the 
top Christmas attractions in North Carolina. The lights will shine along the 1.3-mile route until Dec. 26, weekdays from 5:30 to 9:30 p.m. 
and weekends from 5:30 to 1! p.m. Details: www.mcadenville-christmastown.com. 


Charlotte’s Latino community pours out 
concerns on Christmas tree prayer cards 


BY CRISTINA BOLLING 
cbolling@charlotteobserver.com 


As parents streamed into the 
Salvation Army Christmas Bu- 
reau this fall to register their 
children for toys during the 


holiday season, they were al- 
ways asked a final question: Do 
you have a prayer request? 

Those who answered “yes” 
scrawled their intentions on 
small white cards and tied them 
to a Christmas tree. 

And as the weeks passed, the 


tall tree became covered with 
hundreds of those prayer cards 
that bore the worries of Char- 
lotte’s low-income population. A 
majority were written in Spanish. 
“Father in heaven: It’s been 
15 years since I’ve seen my 
mother and I don’t want her to 


© wore insive 


How to donate, and list of Empty Stocking 
Fund donors, 2A 


leave this world without me 
seeing her again. For my kids 
and my family,” one says in 
Spanish. 

And another: “First, to thank 
God for my health and my preg- 
nancy, that it all goes well. A 


SEE FUND, 2A 
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